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The River That Flows the Wrong Way

ON THE DAY that I hoped to buy a rowboat in Luxor, Egypt, I was awakened, as I had been every morning in Luxor, by a Koranic antiphony drifting from the Islamic boys’ school next door to my hotel. With all the zeal of a Baptist preacher’s, a young boy’s amplified voice shrieked repeatedly in Arabic, “There is no God but God, and Muhammad is his witness!” and a shrill chorus of his schoolmates howled the words back at him. I got out of bed and went to thewindow — at 7:00 a.m. the glass was already warm as an infant’sforehead — and discovered that during the night many colorful cloth banners had been strung above the corniche, Luxor’s Nilefront boulevard. Inhand-fashioned Arabic characters, the banners read, “Welcome Mister President of the Government, Muhammad Hosni Mubarak, the Leader of Our Victorious and Progressive Destiny.” Scores of teenage Egyptian soldiers in black uniforms, woolen berets, and white plastic spats lined the avenue in theninety-eight-degree heat, more or less at attention, rifles at their sides, evidently awaiting the president’s arrival. Profiting from a police barricade, the usually hectic street was, for once, mercifully quiet. Across the glittering ribbon of the Nile, the Temple of Hatshepsut and the Valley of the Kings lay blanketed in the pink morning light.


I dressed and went downstairs to the lobby, where the hotel manager and two of his employees sat shoulder to shoulder on a couch before a flickering television. All three men wore white turbans and gray gallabiyas, the traditional Egyptian gown, and, in one of the more baffling manifestations of traditional Egyptian fashion, heavy woolen scarves wound around their necks, as if against an arctic wind. No matter the time of day, the lobby of this hotel was always exceptionally dark, and through the gloom the three men looked like consumptives recuperating in a sanatorium. They were watching an American film in which jeering, sweaty-faced Confederate soldiers were busy abusing a group of morose black slaves.


With an apology for interrupting their entertainment, I asked the hotel manager why President Mubarak was coming to Luxor that day. Without looking away from the television the manager replied, “To open new hospital and sex tomb.”


I studied his long brown nose, his luxurious black mustache. Surely I had misheard him. “Sorry,” I said, “to open a what?”


“Hospital and sex tomb,” he said dully, scratching his chin.


The hospital sounded likely enough, but the idea of a “sex” anything being publicly celebrated by the Egyptian president was preposterous. In this Islamic nation, sex, strictly forbidden outside marriage, was not a subject for public discourse or civic celebration. Human flesh, particularly women’s, was to be concealed, and though in Egypt the assumption of the veil at puberty was officially a matter of individual choice, many Egyptian women wore the hijab, the veil that fully concealed the head and neck, and a surprising number wore the more forbidding niqab, a drape that covered mouth, nose, forehead, sometimes even eyes. Chaste Egyptian women were reluctant to have their photograph taken, because multiplying and displaying their image in this way was considered unseemly. Before my first trip to Egypt, I had been counseled to keep my arms and legs covered, not to wear shorts, and never to touch a man in any way except to shake hands. I had been endlessly informed by people who had experience in the matter that purity, chastity, and piety were Egypt’s prevailing sentiments, and that foreign women who came to Egypt and dressed in a provocative way (there are, in fact, many who do) would be considered promiscuous, unprincipled, fair game for harassment and disrespect.


And yet, having spent a total of three and a half months in Egypt on three separate visits, I could not deny that, although I always wore long trousers and long-sleeved shirts and conducted myself as decorously and seriously and modestly as my reasons for coming here would allow, I had never visited any country in which sex had so often arisen as a topic of conversation; had never witnessed more bald nudity (including not one but two men openly masturbating on city streets, dozens of bare breasts proffered at the howling mouths of infants, men and children freely relieving themselves wherever the need struck them); had never received so many offhand proposals of marriage and professions of love from mustachioed strangers, more swaggering requests for a dance or a kiss, more offers of romantic dinners; had never been the target of more wolf whistles and catcalls and distinctly salacious whispers emanating from behind dusty clumps of shrubbery. Nowhere else in the world had a smiling stranger approached me and a friend on a busy street and said, “I want fuck you,” with the idle geniality one might extend in saying, “Looks like rain.”


On the hotel television a mounted Dixie soldier rattled his musket at a handsome slave and jeered, “Git workin’, boy! This ain’t no holiday.”


The three Egyptians stared at the screen in slack-jawed wonder. Their bulky turbans were silvery in the electric blue twilight. I saw that it would be futile to try to get to the bottom of what the hotel manager was telling me about the president’s visit to Luxor and went out the front door into the stunning Egyptian sunlight.

I HAD COME to Egypt to take a row down the Nile. My plan, inspired by a love of rowing, was to buy a small Egyptian rowboat and row myself along the 120-mile stretch of river between the cities of Aswan and Qena. This was a trip I’d been considering for more than two years, since my first visit to Egypt when I caught a glimpse of the Nile in Cairo and realized in a moment of deep disorientation that it flowed northward. At 4,163 miles from its southernmost source — a spring in a tiny village in Burundi — to its debouchment in the Mediterranean Sea, the Nile was the longest river in the world. It rubbed against ten nations. Some 250 million people depended on it for their survival. It had fostered whole cultures and inspired immense social and scientific concepts: astronomy, height measurement, square measurement, mathematics, law and equity, money, civic order, and police. And it flowed north, which truly surprised me. That it surprised me was equally surprising. For years I had known about the many explorers — John Hanning Speke, Richard Burton, David Livingstone, and all the rest — who had headed south into deepest Africa searching for the Nile’s beginning. For years I had known that the Nile flowed into the Mediterranean Sea on the north coast of Africa and not out of it. The only explanation I can offer for my astonishment at the sight of the Nile flowing northward is a simple touch of obtuse provincialism: I had never seen a river flowing northward and therefore must not have believed in my heart that it was truly possible. (I was later comforted to learn that Pharaoh Thutmose I, who had spent years ruling life along the Nile, was exactly as obtuse and provincial as I. When he traveled to Mesopotamia in the sixteenth century BC and saw the south-flowing Euphrates River, he was stunned, describing it in his notes as “a river that flows the wrong way, so that boats go northward when they sail upstream.” Similarly, he dismissed the entire Persian Gulf with the epithet, “the sea of the river that flows the wrong way.”)


The north-flowing Nile that I saw in Cairo was wide and coffee colored and dumpy, with piles of trash spilling down its eastern bank with the distinct look of having been recently unloaded from a municipal truck. Some of the trash was on fire, sending into the air slender strings of fishy-smelling yellow smoke. This urban strip of river — crowded with powerboats, ferries, tour boats, private yachts; spanned by four or five great bridges; and lined with skyscrapers and luxury hotels — was nearly the very end of the great Nile River. It was understandable then that it looked worn out, congested, and a bit abused. For all its fame and legend, it looked no more or less majestic than the Ohio River creeping through Pittsburgh.


My romantic impression of the Nile had been informed by the paintings of David Roberts, the nineteenth-century Scottish artist who depicted the Egyptian Nile as a lagoonish idyll of soft-sanded banks, mirror-still coves, stands of tasseled reeds, oxen lazily grazing in the shade of slender date palms, barefoot women balancing water jugs on their heads, and sails flushed pink by a tropical sun setting enormously in the distance, which distance was always punctuated by either a colossus, an obelisk, a minaret, or a pyramid. Roberts had depicted the Nile that way because that was the way the Nile looked when he saw it in 1838.


On that first trip to Egypt, in 1996, I boarded a cruise ship in Luxor, steamed southward up the river, and found on the second day out that, without my having registered the gradual change, we had somewhere along the way shed Luxor’s modern urban shabbiness and glided into the precincts of a David Roberts canvas. From the luxurious deck of the ship, it struck me one eve-ning that I was looking at an ox, palm trees, sandy banks, mirror-still coves, water jugs on women’s heads, pink sails in an archaeological distance. I saw flamingos and storks, soft colors, an explosive sunset, obelisks and minarets, and now and then a ruined pharaonic temple. I saw no skyscraper and only several buildings that could be truly termed modern. But for a few power lines threading in and out of the tops of palm trees, an occasional plastic water bottle bobbing on the current, a motorized water pump, and a handful of water jugs made not of clay but of aluminum, there was little in the rural Nile landscape to suggest that nearly two hundred years had passed since David Roberts visited Egypt. Beyond Egypt’s cities, the Nile was much as I had always envisioned it — a rare instance of a fantastical preconception matched by reality.


I was charmed. With a score of middle-aged Spaniards sunbathing on the large deck behind me, I leaned against the ship’s railing and watched, entranced, as the Nile slipped by. The wide river and its green banks looked old and placid, inscrutable and inviting, and yet it was all as distant and inaccessible to me as it had always been. Unable to leave the ship, with its planned itinerary and guided tours, I realized I might as well be watching this wonder from behind a glass wall. What I wanted, really, was not just to see the Nile River but to sit in the middle of it in my own boat, alone.

I BEGAN ROWING some ten years ago when I lived on a small island in Maine. Forced to ferry myself over the water, I found that I enjoyed the task. Rowing was a peaceful, meditative activity, and the constant movement — the inherent mobility — of the water was enthralling. Land was stationary and always belonged to somebody. Water, on the other hand, was free. It moved and shifted and traveled. It was volatile, and when aroused it could be unforgiving. I found it frightening and a little bit thrilling to think that the water that throws itself against the coast of Kennebunkport in July might feasibly be the same particular water that laps at the crab-covered rocks in Bombay Harbor the following March. And it pleased me to realize that I could sit in a small boat and propel myself across all this hugely moving water with an engine no more powerful than my own two arms. One day I told the woman who owned the island I lived on that I planned to row across Penobscot Bay to another island two or three miles away. She protested, said it was impossible, made me promise her I wouldn’t try. I promised, then did it anyway, and having successfully done it, I wanted to do more, to go farther, to row elsewhere. I rowed wherever I had a chance — in Boston Harbor and Central Park and a lake in southern France. I rowed on the Charles River in a carbuncled dinghy, while the elegant fours and eights speared by like airborne swans. I rowed on the Aegean Sea and on a pond in Oregon.


These days I live at the edge of Narragansett Bay. I row here too — up the Seekonk River one day, down to Occupessatuxet Point the next. Often I row my boat into the middle of the bay, ship my oars, and sit back to see where the tide and the current will take me. I do this, I know, not because it’s peaceful but because there’s an edge to it — it can be peaceful, yes, but it is never truly relaxing. I do it because there’s an element of surrender in the exercise, an active acknowledgment of how breathtakingly tiny and helpless I am in the greater scheme of things, a condition that I spend the rest of my day ignoring, denying, scorning, or forgetting. It is frightening yet also liberating to admit a force far larger than our own.

I SHOULD SAY, before you get the wrong idea, that I have no desire to die. I do not want to die even if it be peacefully in my sleep in my own bed. Less do I want to drown to death or burn to death or choke to death or crash to death or have any body part of mine maimed or disfigured or messed with in any way (and especially not by a crocodile, more about which later). I am, in fact, a woman who can be driven witless with discomfort and frustration by the merest splinter, wart, cold sore, sty, hangnail, or personal insult. I am not afraid to die; I simply do not want to. Nevertheless, I am also a person who is drawn to doing physically difficult and sometimes even dangerous things. I cannot deny that I like to find myself in sticky situations, with the feeling that I’ve really gone and done it this time, that I’m finally sunk, that there’s no turning back and possibly no tomorrow. As regards my aversion to death, I think this impulse makes sense. Death — or dread of it really — has always seemed to me to be the subtext, if not the downright text, of all physical adventure. It’s a calling forth of the despised thing in an effort to stare it down, a test of how far life can push itself into death’s territory without getting burned, and ultimately an effort to become inured to the inevitable prospect. Contrary to what we might expect, acceptance of our limitations and of all that lies beyond our control assuages the anxieties that arise from the misplaced responsibility we habitually and rather grandiosely depute to ourselves.

Returning home from my first visit to Egypt, I took my boat out on Narragansett Bay and imagined myself gliding alone down the Nile among the flamingos, reeds, and palm trees. For months I imagined this. On winter days, when the Rhode Island sky was gray and cold, I pulled myself across the bay and conjured what I had seen along the Nile. I fantasized about returning to Egypt, finding a boat, and heading off down the river on my own. On that first trip to Egypt, whenever I mentioned my Nile rowing idea to Egyptian people they had all said with real disbelief, Impossible! You are a woman! The river is big! Not mentioning any crocodile! And dangerous ships! And the fisherman who can become crazy seeing a woman alone! Egyptians generally thought the plan was idiotic, pointless, and dangerous, and seemed to find it inconceivable that anyone at all would want to row a boat on the Nile for no pressing or practical or, above all, lucrative reason, let alone a foreign woman, and especially when you could make the same trip lounging on a comfortable tour boat with your feet up and a drink in your hand. But sitting in Narragansett Bay, I earnestly wondered why such a trip should be impossible. The Nile was a consistent, stately river that flowed up the continent from the south while the prevailing winds came out of the north, a rare phenomenon that for centuries had allowed easy passage in both directions. Why should its location in Egypt make this river any more forbidding, inaccessible, or unrowable than any other?


A year passed, and my fantasy failed to fade. I found myself spending afternoons in my local library, pawing through books about Egypt and the Nile, studying photographs, gathering information about the river and about others who had traveled on it. Millions of people — including thousands of foreigners — had traveled on the Nile, among them the obvious centuries of Egyptian fishermen, farmers, and pharaonic slaves who daily went up and down the river as a matter of survival. Hadrian went up the Nile. Herodotus did it too. Plato did it. So did Helen of Troy. Julius Caesar and Cleopatra went up the Nile. So, reportedly, did Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Napoleon and his ill-fated soldiers did it in 1798, and along with them went Dominique-Vivant Denon and twenty-one mathematicians, three astronomers, seventeen civil engineers, thirteen naturalists and mining engineers, thirteen geographers, three gunpowder and saltpeter experts, four architects, eight draftsmen, ten mechanical draftsmen, one sculptor, fifteen interpreters, ten writers, and twenty-two printers, all sent to record and analyze every possible fact about Egypt, its monuments, its culture, and its people. The result of their efforts was the Description de L’Egypte, published between 1809 and 1828, an enormous nineteen-volume summary of the country, complete with highly detailed measurements, etchings, and drawings. The international publicity and huge number of maps the Description brought with it eventually inspired the world’s curious to flock to Egypt in droves. (Thanks to Napoleon’s expedition, by 1820 Egypt was the best-mapped country in the world.) The country that had been lost to the rest of the world by a thousand years of Arab rule, which had essentially barred foreign travelers from the Nile Valley, quickly became the favorite destination of explorers, scientists, tourists, and notables alike. When Victor Hugo wrote in his preface to Les Orientales in 1829, “We are all much more concerned with the Orient than ever before,” the statement was directly due to Napoleon’s fact-gathering expedition and the long-locked door it had opened. Edward Lane, Edward Lear, Lord Byron, William Makepeace Thackeray, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and William Cullen Bryant all went to Egypt in the first half of the nineteenth century. Florence Nightingale went in 1849. So did Gustave Flaubert. Herman Melville went, as well as kings and queens of numerous nations, the Prince of Wales, Émile Zola, Winston Churchill, and William Golding. In the 1950s, three men in kayaks, John Goddard, Jean Laporte, and Andre Davy, together paddled nearly the full length of the Nile, from the Kagera River to Alexandria, and in 2004, a team of explorers led by Pasquale Scatturo rafted the length of the Blue Nile from its source in Ethiopia to the Mediterranean Sea.


It has never been the custom, however, for foreign visitors to operate their own craft on the Egyptian Nile, and in modern times the government actively discourages such journeys. Tourists opt instead for the cruise ship or, less often, hire an Egyptian sailor to captain a felucca, the traditional lateen-rigged sailboat ubiquitous in Egypt. In my first four weeks in Egypt, I had neither seen nor heard of any foreigners on the river unaccompanied by an Egyptian captain or of a single woman, Egyptian or otherwise, operating a boat on the river. Still, I saw no truly persuasive reason that the trip I had in mind should not be possible for me. Narragansett Bay was a body of water complicated by altering tides, sometimes large waves, sudden violent weather, scores of international shipping tankers powered by propellers the size of houses, and speedboats occasionally operated by reckless drunken drivers. In Egypt, though the Nile did indeed have its own peculiar set of hazards, there would be none of that. The Egyptian Nile was hardly a wilderness: more than fifty-five million people lived alongside it; there were no ferocious animals left there to speak of; and I knew that a desperate traveler armed with a little bit of money could find her way off the river, one way or another, at any time.


The more I learned about the Nile, the less forbidding it seemed. I had so often imagined rowing on the Nile that doing so had begun to feel less like a fantasy and more like a memory that only wanted its corresponding action rightfully exercised.

Two years after my first visit, I returned to Egypt, determined to find a boat and make my trip on the Nile. In an effort to acquaint myself with the stretch of the river that I was interested in rowing, I once again spent four days on the deck of a cruise ship, traveling — this time from Luxor to Aswan — with a pair of binoculars pressed to my face, examining every island and shoal, observing the currents, trying to gauge the swiftness of the river’s flow, watching fishermen at sunrise laying their nets. When rowing upriver, the fishermen hugged the shore, where the current was less intense and occasionally even eddied in reverse. Their boats sat low in the water, were flat bottomed, were made of steel, were on average twelve to fourteen feet long and three feet wide, and were roughly the shape of a Turkish slipper, narrowed at both ends but slightly higher and finer at the bow. As oars they used long, coarse, bladeless planks that resembled nothing so much as clapboards ripped from the face of a derelict house. They used not the U-shaped metal oarlocks I was accustomed to, but vertical pegs of wood or steel to which the immense oars were lashed with a length of prickly twine. The current never appeared swift enough to vex or deter these fishermen. They maneuvered their boats with breathtaking precision and finesse, making sudden one-hundred-eighty-degree turns with a simultaneous and contrariwise two-wristed snap. From Aswan to Cairo, the Nile bed falls little more than five inches per mile, which means the river offers a relatively slow, peaceful ride. In my observation, the current was swift but never roiling; there were no rapids to speak of other than those tossed up by the boulders of the first cataract above Aswan; and while there were shallows treacherous enough to stop a misguided cruise ship, none was shallow enough to prevent a small, light, flat-bottomed boat from smoothly proceeding. As for the dangerous ships Egyptians had warned of, there were no ships on the Nile that I could see, other than the plodding, festively lit cruise boats equipped with swimming pools and dance floors and packed with vacationing Europeans. (The size of these cruise ships was trifling compared to the hulking tankers I regularly marveled at on Narragansett Bay.) There was never a threat of rain. There was the possibility of a khamaseen, a hot southeasterly wind that whips dust out of the Sahara and renders the air a stinging, opaque mass,* but this was April and just in advance of the season for that. There was a large lock at Esna that looked complex and possibly like trouble for a small boat, and a few bridges that did not. As for crocodiles, there were, the captain of my cruise ship had dismissively confirmed with a dry laugh, no crocodiles whatsoever in the Nile below the High Dam.

In planning my rowing trip, among my greatest worries was unwanted attention from the Egyptian police. In terms of freedom and accessibility, the Nile was a far cry from an American river on which any psychopath could, without hindrance or permission, indulge in any half-baked boating scheme he was capable of devising. I had been told that in order to travel alone on the Nile, I would need police permission, that such permission was not likely to be granted, and that if by some miracle permission was granted, weeks of bureaucratic wrangling would follow; I would have to come up with a considerable amount of money in fees; and that, in the end, if they let me go, the police would insist on sending an officer with me for my protection.


Since the 1997 massacre of fifty-eight tourists at Luxor’s Temple of Hatshepsut (an act of terrorism euphemistically referred to in Egypt as “the accident”) and several other slightly less devastating terrorist attacks perpetrated by the extremist Islamic group Gama’at Islamiyah, the Egyptian government has at times elevated its tourist protection operations to levels worthy of visiting heads of state. A country of sixty-two million people whose chief source of income is tourism cannot afford another “accident.” Groups of foreign visitors who want to venture off the beaten tourist paths must now, in theory at least, be accompanied by a police convoy. Sightseers are often trailed by soldiers toting semiautomatic rifles, their sagging pockets stuffed with bullet cartridges bulky as bricks. More often than not, the soldiers are skinny, vaguely staring pubescents who carry their guns slung over their shoulders like cumbersome schoolbags, wear flip-flops for shoes, and spend a lot of time napping on the job. Security points have cropped up at important tourist sites — a show of outdated metal detectors and young guards rummaging halfheartedly through visitors’ handbags. At other times the security effort seems a mere rumor. “If you go to Fayoum, you’ll have to have soldier in your car with you once you get there.” I went to Fayoum. There was no soldier. At the Temple of Hatshepsut, where tourists had not long before been shot and hacked to death with machetes, I found the primary guard fast asleep in his guard-house, slumped heavily in his chair, mouth hanging open, arms dangling at his sides — so unconscious was he that even when I put my camera eight inches from his face and snapped his picture he never awoke.


The Egyptian efforts at security are designed as much to make tourists feel safe as to actually frighten or deter militant Islamic terrorists intent on damaging the secular, West-tending Egyptian government. Fanatical terrorists could probably not be deterred, but vacationing tourists could be soothed and assured by the sight of Mubarak’s soldiers. As for the river police, I had seen a few police boats at Aswan and Luxor manned by large groups of young men, but nowhere else. If I asked the Egyptian police for permission to row a boat down the Nile, I would undoubtedly have to take them with me and perhaps endure at their hands the very intrusions and harassments they were supposedly there to protect me from. If I didn’t ask, I was on my own. The latter seemed preferable.


As for random crime unrelated to terrorism, the rate of personal crimes against foreigners in Egypt was low because the consequences for perpetrators were dire. But for the violent period of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalist revolution during the 1950s, when anti-European feeling was high, since the days of Napoleon’s invasion and the subsequent rule of Muhammad Ali, the average foreigner in Egypt has generally been accorded civil rights and a moral status superior to that of the native Egyptian. In the early nineteenth century, if a foreign visitor was murdered, every Egyptian within walking distance of the event would, without trial or investigation, be put to death as punishment. If a foreigner complained of having had his money stolen by one Egyptian, some thirty Egyptians would be jailed for a month. In 1849 Florence Nightingale observed, “The police which Mehemet Ali instituted . . . have effectually cleared the country and secured the safety of Europeans. No pains are taken to investigate who is the offender; when an offence occurs, the whole village suffers to save the trouble of inquiring who’s who . . . If you miss a pin now, the whole village is made responsible for it, and the whole village bastinadoed.” And as late as 1872 Amelia Edwards, a British writer who traveled up the Nile, recorded an incident in which a member of her boat party, while hunting for fowl, accidentally grazed the shoulder of a child with his buckshot. Properly incensed, the local villagers grabbed the man’s gun from him, struck him on the back with a stone, and chased him back to his boat. Edwards’s party filed a complaint against the village. In response the governor of Aswan promised that “justice would be done,” arrested fifteen of the villagers, chained them together by their necks, and asked the hunter in what manner he would like the scoundrels punished. The hunter confessed that, not being familiar with Egyptian law, he had no idea what would be fit. The governor replied, “What-ever you want is Egyptian law.” The hunter stated that his aim was simply to “frighten [the villagers] into a due respect for travelers in general.” In turn, the governor assured the hunter that his only wish was to be agreeable to the English and averred that the entire village should have been beaten “had his Excellency [the reckless and obviously not too bright hunter] desired it.”


The foreigner’s word was rarely questioned in Egypt, and the essence of that custom remains even now. One day while walking in Cairo with an American friend, two young boys called out to us, “Give us money!” When we didn’t reply, one of them threw a stone at us. In an offhand way my friend told an Egyptian man what had happened, and immediately the man summoned a police officer who swiftly collared the two boys and, to our dismay, beat them silly with a bamboo stick. Neither man had witnessed the event, neither had questioned whether our story of the thrown stone was true. The foreign tourist, protected by Egypt’s dependency on her cash, enjoys an unwarranted elevated status. In 1849 Flaubert wrote, “It is unbelievable how well we are treated here — it’s as though we were princes, and I’m not joking.” That particular social luxury had altered only slightly in a hundred and fifty years.

The truth was that the biggest obstacle to my trip would not be political, natural, or criminal, but cultural. My attempt merely to purchase a boat would prove nearly more arduous than the trip itself. Had I a boat of my own with me, I would have simply put it in the water and slipped away, taking my chances as they came. But I had no boat, and I knew that finding one in Egypt would involve dealing with a succession of men who would wonder why a female foreigner wanted such a thing, would try very hard to dissuade me from my intentions, and would eventually suggest that instead of rowing down the river I should spend my time in Egypt dancing and dining with them.


The Egyptian temperament — invariably gregarious, humorous, and welcoming — is also spiked with a heavy dose of intrusiveness. Curious and paternalistic toward foreigners, Egyptians watch over their visitors with elaborate concern — a sweetly self-important trait, as though one could not possibly survive without their attentions and advice. On seeing a pen tucked in my shirt pocket a gentleman says with genuine alarm, Madame! Be careful not to lose your pen! As I leave a hotel another says, Oh, lady! Please be sure to close your bag tightly for safety. Without asking if I want him to, a delightfully friendly shop-keep-er with mahogany-hued teeth and one pinkish, weeping eye, takes proprietary hold of my backpack, tamps at his tongue with a greasy crumpled cloth, and rubs dust from the pack with his plentiful saliva, saying, Better this way! When I put my hotel room key under the leg of my breakfast table to keep the rickety thing from wobbling, a waiter hurries over, plucks up the key, and says with regal self-congratulation, You dropped your key, madame. You must be careful! Once more, surreptitiously, I tuck the key beneath the table leg; dramatically he picks it up again. If I stand before a shop window full of wristwatches, within thirty seconds a passerby will put his nose to mine, point to what I am looking at, and inform me with the patronizing indulgence of a kindly professor instructing a barefoot hillbilly, “This is wristwatches, you see.” And it is nearly impossible for a foreigner to proceed down an Egyptian street without having to answer the same dozen investigative questions shot from the mouths of six dozen people within the span of, say, five minutes: What your name? Which your country? You are alone? Married? Children? Where you went today? My God, you shouldn’t go there. What you did last night? Oh, my God, I will tell you something better to do. What you want? No, no, you do not want that. You will want this better thing more. Do not walk that way. There might be a wolf/snake/bad man. Look out, my God, for the traffic.


In Egyptians, this trait seems derived not only from a wish to try out the few English phrases they’ve learned but also from a particular conviction that they know far better than you do what’s good for you. Confronted with foreign tourists, Egyptians become noisy and nosy, bossy and brash, intrusive and terribly friendly.


Not comprehending my wish to row myself down the river alone, well-meaning Egyptian men, I knew, would try to stop me or, alternatively, would offer a crippling degree of help. And so, as I began my search for an Egyptian rowboat, I resolved to take a slightly Fabian approach, to move slowly, evade questions, and tell no one exactly what it was that I wanted to do.












Aswan






MY SEARCH for a boat began in Aswan, the southernmost Egyptian city, the starting point of my rowing trip, and technically the beginning of the Egyptian Nile. I wanted a simple fisherman’s rowboat, long and narrow, with room enough to lie down in at night. I had estimated that my trip would take five days at most. Forewarned of the possibility of scorpions and adders along the riverbanks, I had no intention of sleeping on land. For four days, I roamed around Aswan and its islands looking for a suitable boat, searching the riverbanks, crashing through reeds, climbing over sand dunes and boulders, picking my way past bony dogs lying prone and comatose in the baked dust, scouring the mud-brick Nubian villages on Elephantine Island, asking oblique questions, fending off friendly advances, and trying, without luck, not to draw attention to myself.


With unctuous persistence, felucca captains tried to hook my business as I walked by, dancing and clamoring around me like sheepdogs, following me sometimes for a quarter of a mile and so closely that their shoulders repeatedly brushed against mine. Remember me? they said into my ear, though they had never set eyes on me before. Where you are going? Want felucca? Sailing! Special price because you are special! Five bound. Maybe later? Maybe tomorrow? Cataract. West Bank. Why no? The phrases spilled out of them in perfectly inflected American English. At that time tourists were scarce in Egypt because of the rising fear of terrorism, and beneath the suave and chattering bravado the captains’ voices had the despairing ring of the mendicant’s plea. At any one time there might be thirty captains poised on a dock, waiting in vain for work. The very sight of them was coercive. Wondering how they survived, I felt a strong obligation to take their felucca rides. Whenever I declined and walked on, the captains reduced the already pathetically low five-pound fare to three, making me feel instantly stingy, though my declinations were never a matter of money.


As I stumbled through Aswan, dozens of barefoot, cinnamon-skinned children trailed me. Dressed in little more than ragged dish towels, they were big-eyed, auburn-haired, seemingly weightless, and irresistibly beautiful in the rickety, knock-kneed way that newborn calves are beautiful. They had flies in their eyes, and noses running with snot. They had long curling eyelashes and narrow shoulders and tiny, dusty ankles. They wanted money, pens, and candy. “Hello, baksheesh!” they shrieked. “Hello, pen! Hello, bonbon!” They trailed after me sometimes for ten minutes, emitting jagged moans of entreaty, twisting their faces into little Greek masks of tragedy, dancing on the hot stones, and plucking at my hips until I gave them something. Eventually I bought a large box of pens and a bag of hard candy, collected a stack of fifty-piastre notes, stuffed this various arsenal of baksheesh into my pockets, and, like a pandering candidate passing out campaign fliers, distributed it regularly as I skulked through the town.


With a landscape unlike any other on the Nile, Aswan struck me as Egypt’s prettiest spot. Scattered with tiny green islands, the river in Aswan has the feel of a storybook oasis. Its banks, more desert dunes and granite cliffs than farmland, suggest the harsh Saharan void that surrounds the town, underscoring Aswan’s appeal as a cozy refuge. Between the town, on the east bank of the river, and the High Dam just to the south of it, granite bedrock and massive boulders whip to life a river that everywhere else in Egypt moves slowly and uniformly, like an intransigent bank of fog. Six hundred miles south of Cairo, a mere hundred miles from the Tropic of Cancer, home to many dark-skinned Nubians, and marking the border between Egypt proper and its southern ethnic region of Nubia, the city of Aswan feels more African than any other Egyptian town. The place has a sharp-edged clarity, as if chiseled and burned clean by the sun; color glows here with greater intensity than anywhere else in the country. Because it is narrower and because there are many more feluccas here, the river at Aswan appears busier and more festive than it does at Cairo and Luxor. Large white triangles of sail crisscross the river in a kind of jaunty tarantella.


Aswan’s desert air seems to caress the town with warm promise, lending vividness and meaning to manifestations of poverty and human struggle that would elsewhere be considered ugly. The piles of garbage, the heaps of smoldering ashes, the scatterings of broken glass, the architectural rubble, the human excrement, the sun-bleached plastic shopping bags and rusted tin cans that seem to ring all Egyptian villages and besmirch every empty plane between them are, in Aswan, softened by the sheer volume of sun and water, color and air. Here, fishermen’s houses cobbled together out of mud bricks and rusted tin cans appear somehow more ingenious than slovenly, more fascinating than dispiriting. In a little village of Aswan near the Old Cataract Hotel, I stepped on a scrap of shaggy bath mat in the road and realized with a start that it bore in one of its corners a yellowed set of jaws studded with two rows of brittle teeth. In another corner it had a moth-eaten tail. It was not a mat at all but the flattened carcass of a dog, a mud-caked rope cinched around one hind leg, tongue hanging out like a twisted strip of leather. It had been there a very long time. I walked on, fine beige dust splashing up around my ankles with each step, and knew that the thing I had just stepped on would have had a considerably more disturbing effect on me in a cold and rainy climate.


Aswanians had physical freedom, if not economic. The lissome ease with which Aswanian men move seems a direct response to the bright, dancing air. Fat men jiggling up and down on the backs of trotting donkeys manage to look graceful and in control. A man riding a bicycle and carrying enough lumber on his head to build a modest dance floor turns at full speed and without mishap through a crowded intersection, squeezing between a truck and a bus, one hand on the handlebars, the other steadying his boards. He moves with the swift, elegant confidence of a bullfighter evading a bull, though his tires are strained nearly to flatness beneath the weight of his cargo.


As I walked up and down the river, I stopped each time I saw a boat I liked and struck up a conversation with its owner, and if he seemed even remotely congenial I would eventually ask if I could try the boat for just a minute. The request usually met with a derisive snort of laughter and a long string of questions and jokes. “Only if I can come with you,” the men said. Or, “You don’t know how. I will row you,” or, “Only if you pay me eighty pounds for one hour,” or just plain, “No, madame. You cannot.”


One day I met a young red-haired, blue-eyed, freckle-faced Nubian
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 who agreed to let me use his boat, until his father found out what he had done and chased him down the riverbank, shouting and cursing and brandishing a bamboo stick. It was a matter of money — the boy, unaccustomed to foreigners asking for rowboats, had neglected to ask me to pay for the privilege of rowing myself around in a very small circle in front of the Old Cataract Hotel. I made up for the son’s transgression by paying the father, who looked as though he wanted to beat me too. In the end I didn’t dare try his boat.


Another hot day in a palm-ringed cove on Elephantine Island, the largest island in the Nile at Aswan, I came upon a young man sitting in a rowboat anchored in the shade in shallow water. He was deeply absorbed in the task of sewing a rip in a dingy pair of boxer shorts and didn’t notice that I had appeared on the riverbank above him. In the cockpit of a felucca anchored not two feet from him, an older man lay on his back napping, one arm slung across his face and his bare toes pointing up into the trees. I sat on a rock above the cove, listening to the smooching sound of unripe dates the size of peas falling into the water from the overhanging trees, until the men noticed me and both sprang up at once and began to shout like hounds heralding an intruder, asking me if I needed a lift across the river for a special price. I approached the men, greeted them, and after some minutes of small talk eventually asked the young one if he thought it was possible to row all the way to Cairo in the boat he was standing in.


“I have done it,” he said, and as if to prove this he sat down abruptly on the thwart. “It took me three weeks to row from Aswan to Luxor.”


In proper bantering Egyptian fashion, which had taken me some time to get used to, I clapped a hand to my forehead with mock astonishment and suggested that three weeks was awfully slow, that a person could drift that distance in less time, which was probably not far from the truth.


“I think I could row it in ten days,” I said, testing his sense of humor. This needling boast was just the thing, for the young man gave his rat-colored boxer shorts a twist and let out a yelp of laughter, and his sleepy-eyed friend smacked the deck of his boat and hooted, “Oh, laugh! It’s fun! For you, madame? Not possible!”


Nubian bongo drums pulsed in the botanical gardens of Kitchener Island across the way. A curious warbler talked loudly in a tree. The young man had a thick face and a bouquet of coarse black whiskers on his chin. His hair was straight and glossy and black, and he wore it in a bowl-shaped cut, a curtain of bangs hanging to his eyes. His teeth, which I speculated had not been brushed since grade school, were the color of unpeeled almonds. His gallabiya was torn and dirty, and that was surprising, for in Aswan even the lowliest laborers always looked recently washed and laundered. He sat in his boat and smirked at me. I asked him if he would sell me the boat. “Three thousand bounds!” he shouted. His laugh was startling, a toy poodle’s high-pitched yip.




“Magnoun,” I said, and the old felucca captain hooted again. “She said ‘crazy’! She is good woman!” Standing barefoot on the deck of his boat, one arm rakishly hugging the mast, the captain asked what country I was from. I told him. His salt-white mustache and handlebar eyebrows twitched with interest. “Ronald Reagan!” he said gleefully.


“Yes,” I said, “and George Bush.”


“John Kennetty!” he said in a trumpeting way. It sounded like a minor challenge. I hesitated, not certain what the correct reply might be. I took a stab. “Richard Nixon.”


“Ibrahim Linkum!”


Curious as to where this would lead, I said, “George Washington.”


The captain fussed with his turban and pointed a crooked finger at me. Gamely he cried, “John Wayne! Beel Cleelington! Gary Coober! Charlington Heston!” categorizing presidents with movie stars in an entirely reasonable way.


In the distance the noontime call to prayer had begun, and though to me this enormous sound was always utterly arresting, like a simulacrum of God himself suddenly descending from the sky, and though it was officially imperative that all good Muslims get down on their knees and pray, the two men seemed to take no notice. I asked the young man if I could try out his boat, but, like so many men in Aswan, he had difficulty understanding what exactly I wanted until I went over, lifted an oar in my hand, and pointed at myself. He offered to row me. I said no. He offered to come with me while I rowed. I said no, I just wanted to try the boat alone for one minute. With stabbing defiance he said, “Fifteen bounds for one minute!” After a protracted wrangle, we settled on a slightly less extortionate five. The young man fell to a crouch in the bottom of his boat and began rummaging in a cubbyhole under the stern, and at the end of a lot of muttering and pawing through a jumble of possessions that clanked and thudded loudly against the hull like chains and stones and empty cans, he withdrew an English copy of Marie Claire magazine. Courteney Cox on the cover. He climbed out of the boat, opened the magazine, and held it up for me to see. Pointing at the English text, he said, “German?”


The magazine had the heft of a telephone book. “English,” I said.


He flipped furtively through the pages, showing me photographs of women in scanty outfits, advertisements for bras and stockings, tampons and vinegar douches. Lovingly he touched the smooth thighs and burnished breasts on the pages, the glazed lips, the bare bellies, and bunchy buttocks with his calloused fisherman’s fingers. He seemed to have fallen into a trance. He gave off the humid scent of wet hay. His black eyes looked feverish as he jockeyed the magazine up to my face. He wanted me to look with him. He breathed down my neck. My presence at his side, though sweaty and dirty and wary and outfitted not unlike a Canadian Mountie, had clearly had an enhancing effect on what were, for him, already titillating images. And seeing these otherwise banal ads through his goggling Muslim eyes, they looked, in turn, weirdly pornographic to me.


“Let’s go,” I said, anxiety in my voice. The young man was twice my size. He dropped the magazine into the bottom of the boat, snatched up his undershorts, held them to his mouth, and snapped the sewing thread with his teeth. With an awkward little one-footed hop, he tried to pull on the shorts under his gallabiya, hooked his big toe on the waistband, stumbled, jigged about in the sand, righted himself, and tried again. I climbed into the boat, and he untied the painter and pushed me off with his foot.


I rowed out to the middle of the river, which was quiet now in the midday heat, while the two men looked on, up to their hairy shins in water and daintily elevating the hems of their gowns to keep them dry. They watched nervously, as if anticipating having to catch me in a neck-breaking tumble.


Beyond the shade of the cove, the heat of the sun directly overhead was so intense it seemed to affect my hearing, rendering the swilling of the oars in the water surreally loud. In the stark sunlight, the water was the color of mercury. Batlike green bee-eaters darted over my head like gaudy bits of paper caught on a wind. The fat magazine was slippery under my feet. I gave it a kick and sent it flopping into the bow. The sun that day seemed full of vengeance, intent on punishing every living thing. Gusts of heat came off the dunes with the force of a fire draft. I let myself get snagged on the river’s current for a moment, floated quickly downstream twenty feet, and climbed back up with stiff slow pulls at the oars. The oars were long and unwieldy. The boat moved heavily. It was portly and thick planked, hard to maneuver, and much bigger than I needed. Yet it was immensely exciting to be alone, finally, in a boat on the Nile, like that dream of stepping off a towering cliff only to find that you can fly.


IN THE THIRD WEEK of November 1849, Gustave Flaubert and his friend the photographer Maxime du Camp arrived at the port of Alexandria with the intention of renting a boat and crew and sailing up the Nile. Several days later Florence Nightingale and her friends Charles and Selina Bracebridge also arrived at Alexandria intending to do the same. Egypt in 1849 was still at the relative dawn of its popularity with European travelers: Thomas Cook’s steamship package tours hadn’t yet arrived; some Egyptians had never seen a white woman before; and for a European a trip on the Nile was still an exotic adventure. The novelty of the Nile experience for Edwardian travelers like Flaubert and Nightingale is best understood in light of the fact that between the years 646 and 1517 Egypt’s Islamic rulers had closed the country to virtually all outsiders. A few traders and pilgrims managed to enter the Nile Valley during this thousand-year period, but reliable information about Egypt was scarce. To the average European, the place was as arcane and mysterious as the moon. In 1517 when Egypt fell under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, it became more accessible to Europeans, and by the eighteenth century several Europeans succeeded in traveling up the Nile all the way to Upper Egypt.
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 The site of the ancient city of Thebes was lost to the world until 1707 when a French Jesuit, Claude Sicard, positively reidentified it. The British adventurer Richard Pococke, the Swedish scientist Frederick Hasselquist, the Danish artist Frederick Lewis Norden, and the French naturalist Charles Sonnini all traveled to Egypt during the eighteenth century and returned to Europe with detailed accounts of what they had seen.
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 Constantin Volney’s record of his travels in Egypt and Syria deeply impressed Napoleon and helped in part to inspire the French invasion of Egypt in 1798 and the resultant boom in Egyptology.


The sudden European preoccupation with Egypt was prompted not only by literary accounts and Napoleon’s Description de L’Egypte but also by the rarely seen antiquities and obscure artifacts that travelers were bringing home with them. Visitors to Egypt returned with trunks full of mummies, painted sarcophagi, stone carvings hacked off walls, hieroglyphic tablets, statues of Egyptian gods, and funerary furnishings lifted from pharaonic tombs and burial chambers. Dazzled by all this rare and mysterious loot, collectors and antiquarians began hurrying up the Nile searching for more. The craze for things Egyptian grew so great that one wealthy British collector, William Bankes, bothered to have an entire obelisk uprooted from the Temple of Isis at Philae, had it dragged back to En-gland, and propped it up in his garden in Dorset. Soon entire nations began engaging in the plunder.


Intent on modernizing the country, Muhammad Ali, who became pasha of Egypt in 1805, called on foreign experts for technical and political advice. In exchange for their guidance, foreign consuls were freely allowed to excavate Egyptian archaeological sites and remove the spoils to museums in their own countries. In 1815 the Italian strongman Giovanni Belzoni went to Egypt and, under the aegis of the British consul, within a mere three years found the opening of the second pyramid, discovered the royal tomb of Seti I, opened the Great Temple of Abu Simbel, and recovered the statue of the Young Memnon. Belzoni shipped off to En-gland every movable thing he found — as well as a few things any sane person would have considered immovable, including William Bankes’s six-ton Philae obelisk. In 1821 Belzoni’s collection of Egyptian antiquities was put on display at the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly. The show was a roaring success: on opening day alone nearly two thousand people paid half a crown apiece to look at Belzoni’s trea-sures.


Before long, people like Flaubert and Nightingale could visit the Louvre and the British Museum and see firsthand what manner of wonders the Nile Valley harbored. Jean-François Champollion’s deciphering of the newly rediscovered Rosetta stone gave meaning to what they saw — until then even the Egyptians themselves had lost all understanding of ancient Egyptian writing. When Edward Lane’s exhaustive An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians was published in London in 1836, it met with such fascinated demand that its first printing sold out in two weeks. And when the enormous obelisk from Luxor (230 tons; 75 feet tall) was shipped to France and installed in the Place de la Concorde in 1833, Egypt was firmly locked into the European imagination.


By the time Nightingale and Flaubert made their journeys to Egypt, a few steamships had already been introduced to the Nile, but for most foreign travelers the custom was to head for Boulac, the port of Cairo, and select a dahabieh, a private cruising boat, from the many available for hire there.


By all accounts Boulac was a tumult of vermin, shysters, hucksters, thieves, and fleas. There boats arriving from Upper Egypt unloaded exotic merchandise — hippopotamus hides, elephant tusks, monkeys, ostrich feathers, rubber, pottery, livestock, slaves, ebony, and nearly everything else imaginable — from the farthest parts of Africa. Passenger steamers and mail boats from Alexandria also disgorged their cargo there; the docks crawled with stevedores, merchants, captains, sailors, and hurrying travelers. With the hired assistance of a dragoman — an all-purpose interpreter who would explain, intercede in, and arrange all the practical matters that might arise during the long trip on the Nile — the traveler would brave the chaos of Boulac to inspect the boats on offer, while the dahabieh captains and their crews looked on, hungrily hoping the foreign customer would choose them and their vessel for the well-paid three-month journey up to the second cataract on the Sudanese border and back.


The hiring of a dahabieh was nearly as much an ordeal as any other task in the long Nile journey and often took several days to accomplish, with the most difficult moment being the settling of the rental contract. Captains and dragomans were famous for driving a hard bargain. Contemporary Baedeker’s guidebooks warned the Edwardian traveler, “The Egyptians, it must be remembered, occupy a much lower grade in the scale of civilization than most of the western nations, and cupidity is one of their chief failings.” In a letter to his mother Flaubert wrote, “I’m going to Bulak to see a few [boats]. It is no slight matter . . . Most dragomans are appalling scoundrels.”


The dahabieh of the mid-nineteenth century was similar in design to the boats used by the pharaohs, a long, many-compartmented sort of floating house that could be either rowed or sailed. The largest of them reached one hundred feet in length and twenty feet in width. At their prows they had places for a dozen oarsmen who would row, galley fashion, when the wind failed. The boats were flat bottomed and shallow, had two masts and a lateen-rigged mainsail so enormous in relation to the size of the boat that the slightest puff of wind gave it sufficient force to carry the boat against the Nile’s current. The cabins were built on the deck toward the stern, and above them was a higher deck accessed by a short flight of steps. Passengers only were allowed on the upper deck, while the lower deck was reserved for the usually flea-ridden crew. The kitchen, a shed equipped with a charcoal stove, was situated toward the front of the boat, away from the passengers’ cabins.


Amelia Edwards, who traveled up the Nile in 1872 and wrote a staggeringly detailed account of her trip, including every hieroglyph she studied, every snack she ate, and the number of steps at the Temple of Horus at Edfu (she counted 224), offers in her book, A Thousand Miles Up the Nile, probably the most thorough description extant of a Nile dahabieh:
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